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Immigrant and Racial Minority 
Women Organize 
By Maria Y. Shin 
This article presents some of the Re-Conceptualizing Violence 
approaches taken by immigrant 
and racial minority women/ 
women of colour across Canada 
who have organized against 
violence against women. These 
approaches exemplify the alterna- 
tive trends evident in the grass- 
roots, community-based strate- 
gies and reflect the need to re- 
conceptualize violence against 
women. They are examined here 
in terms of the politics of race, 
class, gender and imperialism 
underlying our struggles against 
all forms of violence. 
Immigrant and racial minority women 
and women of colour in Canada who have 
organized against violenceagainst women, 
particularly against wife assault, have been 
aware for some time that "mainstream" 
approaches to violence against women 
have failed to address the needs and reali- 
ties of women from our communities. 
Many services and organizations which 
work with women survivors of violence 
have not been accessible to immigrant 
and racial minority women because of 
attitudinal and systemic barriers, e.g. lack 
of appropriate language and cultural con- 
text, racism, classism, etc. 
Even those programs and organizations 
which have attempted to address the par- 
ticular needs of women from our commu- 
nities, have merely "added on" issues of 
"cultural sensitivity"or"anti-racist" train- 
ing to their existing systems and ap- 
proaches to violence. Immigrant and ra- 
cial minority women/women of colour 
have organized at the grassroots level in 
response to the problems in the main- 
stream approaches. The strategies they 
have developed reflect a different under- 
standing of violence against women and 
challenge the mainstream feminist per- 
spective and strategies in this area. 
Women b m  our communities who are 
engaged in alternative strategies concep- 
tualize violence against women in the 
context of racism, economic poverty and 
social and political violence experienced 
by women. The analytical framework 
within which they organize incorporates 
anti-racist, anticlassist feminism which 
challenges historical roots of oppressions 
of colonialism and imperialism specific 
to the communities and experienced glo- 
bally by all women. A Latin American 
women's project in Edmonton called 
"Proyecto Soledad," for instance, begins 
the discussion on wife assault by present- 
ing an analysis of all forms of violence, 
including economic exploitation, military, 
political and social oppressions.' 
The term "wife assault" itself is being 
re-defined to reflect the realities of immi- 
grant and racial minority women. Some 
women experience abuse by in-laws, fa- 
thers orbrothers,adultchildren, etc. Other 
women work as domestic workers and 
may be victims of abuse by their employ- 
ers. Some women were brought to Canada 
as "mail-order brides" by white Canadian 
men and face racism and abuse. 
The arbitrary division between sexual 
assault and wife assault as reflected in 
service delivery poses further problems 
for immigrant and racial minority women. 
Funding is allocated separately and shel- 
ters for abused women and sexual assault 
centres often do not or cannot coijrdinate 
their services. Immigrant and racial mi- 
nority women who work against violence 
against women are becoming increasingly 
aware that more holistic approaches are 
needed to reflect women's needs. For 
example, arefugee woman who was raped 
and terrorized by government soldiers in 
front of her husband and children in her 
previous country and whonow faces abuse 
from her husband must be allowed to 
define her needs from her own complex 
experience of violence. 
Popular Education, Popular Theatre 
Popular education and popular theatre as 
models of community development are 
being used by many groups. Printedmate- 
rids are produced to be accessible to all 
groups of women regardless of education 
and class; they start with the experience 
and concerns of women in their everyday 
lives. The formats used are often partici- 
patory and incorporate drawings, poems, 
cartoons andbasic language styles to con- 
vey the analysis of violen~e.~ These strat- 
egies actively support the principle that 
immigrant/racial minority women through 
popular education can begin to participate 
in the process of personal and social 
transformation. This certainly challenges 
the stereotypes of immigrant and racial 
minority women as uneducated, passive, 
difficult to organize and politicize. 
Popular theatre is also being used in 
very creative ways to address violence 
against immigrant and racial minority 
women. Theatre groups such as Vancou- 
ver Sath and Literary Society and 
Samaanta, both working in the South Asian 
community in Vancouver, involve women 
and men who have organized to address 
violence against women in the commu- 
nity. The Sath group has performed a 
street drama in the marketplace to reach 
out to the community. Their play, "Differ- 
ent Age, Same Cage," describes the op- 
pressions experienced by women in the 
community through the different stages 
of their 1i~e.s.~ The popular theatre group, 
Puente, in Victoria, uses a forum theatre 
method to engage women in a support 
group for Latin American women in Van- 
couver. Women are asked to intervene 
during a play on wife assault so that they 
can re-create the scenes to show how 
violence can be over~ome.~ These groups 
are exploring many possibilities for pub- 
lic/popuIar education and social change 
through theatre while being sensitive to 
the needs of the communities and the level 
of awareness on violence against women. 
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It is often found that theatre is a more 
socially acceptable and accessible me- 
dium with which to begin engaging the 
communities in discussion. 
Survivors of Violence Organize for 
Change 
Another popular theatregroup, V.O.I.C.E. 
(Violence Overcome In Creative Ensem- 
ble) in Toronto, consists of women from 
different cultures who have experienced 
violence and have come together to form 
the group. Theatre has been a powerful 
medium for their personal transformation 
and for engaging audiences from differ- 
ent communities across Canada to partici- 
pate in a social change process. The women 
have produced and performed a play based 
on their own life stories. Their video, 
"Fires of Transformation," is a celebra- 
tion of the strength, courage and dignity 
of these women who have organized 
through theatre to empower themselves 
and to reach out to other women to over- 
come violence in their lives.5 
Women of Courage, in Toronto, is a 
group of immigrant and racial/cultural 
minority women who have experienced 
many different forms of violence against 
women. What began as a support group 
for immigrant S panish-speaking women 
who wereex-residents of shelters has now 
evolved to include about 75 women from 
various cultural backgrounds including 
Latin American, Vietnamese and 
Portugese. They are a network of friend- 
ship with their own means of controlling 
their growth and self-determination. They 
run a catering business, study English, 
perform music which they created in their 
workshops and help each other with child 
care. They visit shelters and other com- 
munity settings to talk, sing, recite poems 
and perform music about their experi- 
ences of violence as immigrant and cul- 
tural minority women. They assist women 
in finding safe refuge from violence and 
they are talking about creating appropri- 
ate co-op housing for women in abusive 
situations. Many of these women have 
found shelter experiences to be oppres- 
sive. They want to establish a dialogueon 
violence against women from their per- 
specti~e.~ 
Community-Based Programs of Direct 
Service 
There are also a number of community- 
based programs on wife assault and do- 
mestic violence by immigrant women's 
groups, culturally-specific community 
organizations across the country. These 
programs provide culturally and linguis- 
tically sensitive individual crisis support 
and/or support groups. However, all of 
these programs are grossly underfunded 
and are often staffed by one woman who 
is supposed to provide direct service and 
public education/community develop- 
menL7 
The Politics of Funding by the State 
In speakmg about strategies for change 
and our organized struggles against vio- 
lence against women, we must address 
the politics of funding, or lack of funding, 
which create unjust systemic discrimina- 
tion against us and perpetuate the divi- 
sions amongst us. It is with great irony 
that I found during my research in this 
area that the very groups who are doing 
the most creative and innovative work 
were the least funded or not funded at all. 
All of the groups that I have identified 
above are some of the least funded and 
least recognized groups. Why is this hap- 
pening? 
Many groups I interviewed described 
the "channeling" or "streaming" of funds 
to mainstream services and organizations, 
including shelters and rape crisis/sexual 
assault centres. Immigrant and racial mi- 
nority women's groups are only eligible 
for project funding. Mainstream groups 
are granted core or on-going funding to 
operate while services and groups in our 
communities are expected to survive on 
minimal or no funding to do our innova- 
tive work. 
In fact, the whole scenario is a vicious 
circle. The mainstream groups are funded 
often to do the "outreach" work into our 
communities. These groups then turn to 
our groups who are scraping to survive 
and ask us to join their advisory commit- 
tees, participate in their workshops (with- 
out pay), translate (for free) their material 
into our languages, attend one more gov- 
ernment consultation meeting, etc. Our 
efforts are often superexploited and not 
recognized by mainstream organizations 
and government funding agencies. 
When immigrant and racial minority 
women's groups seek substantial or on- 
going funding to continue our work, we 
are often given paternalistic treatments; 
our credibility is often questioned and we 
have to prove that we are legitimate, pro- 
fessionalorganizations. However, wecan- 
not do this without adequate resources. 
We cannot afford to hire workers or coun- 
sellors; or they are underpaid and over- 
worked in poor working conditions. It is a 
testimony to the commitment of immigrant 
and racial minority women working in 
this areathat they arecontinuing thestrug- 
gle against violence. But at what cost to 
ourselves and to our families? 
When we demandmore funding, we are 
told that we do not know how to say no to 
women who come to us for help, often as 
the last resort. We are also told that we do 
not fit into the funding criteria eventhough 
these same criteria often reflect systemic 
racism, classism and sexism. Our work is 
considered neither to be settlement serv- 
ice nor social service and counselling 
programs. Many immigrant and racial 
minority women's groups are left caught 
in this gap if they are interested in work- 
ing at the level of the community, if they 
want to see objectives defined by the 
needs and realities of women themselves 
and not imposed by government funding 
criteria. The question becomes: who is 
setting the agenda of our work against 
violence against women? 
The allocation of funding in our com- 
munities often discriminates against the 
most vulnerable groups who have the 
least resources and yet are doing the most 
creative work. From the perspective of 
the community-based groups, it appears 
that funding set aside for our communities 
tends to go to professional, middle class, 
conservative, male-dominated organiza- 
tions. Other groups are supposed to fight 
over whatever is left in the pot. This 
perpetuates the divisions in our commu- 
nities along the lines of class, sex, race, 
language, politics and religion. Affma- 
tive action is well overdue. 
Government policies and practices 
must become pro-active in reaching out to 
grassroots, community-based groups 
working against violence against immi- 
grant and racial minority women.The al- 
ternative approaches of such groups re- 
veal an understanding of the problem in 
the broader context of violence in our 
society. It is important for immigrant and 
racial minority women working in the 
area of violence against women to con- 
tinue to network, exchange ideas and strat- 
egies with the so-called "Third World" 
women's and community-based groups 
addressing violence in all of its forms. We 
CANADIAN WOMA N STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME 
must build solidarity with women of the 
First Nations in Canada, for they are or- 
ganizing and strategizing in the overall 
context of the historical,economic, politi- 
cal, social and military violence faced by 
their communities? 
With all of these challenges faced, we 
may begin to hear the words of the women 
andchildren of Mujeres de Coraje~Women 
of Courage: 
AND YOU WILL ASK US WHY WE SING 
We sing because of a nameless sorrow 
(yet, we can name our unhappiness) 
We sing for all the women 
Who fight for a new life 
AND YOU WILL ASK US WHY WE SING 
We sing for today and for tomorrow 
For friendship, life, and joy 
And united, truly united, we will defeat 
Violence in all its forms 
AND YOU WILL ASK US WHY WE SING 
We sing for a peaceful future 
With dignity, respect and courage 
We sing for all these things 
And our children wish us to sing 
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